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THE PHYSICAL MATURITY OF WOMEN.
BY CHARLES ROBERTS, F.R.C.S., &c.
Ix the Criminal Law Amendment Bill, which is now
before Parliament, and which has already passed the House
of Lords, an important physiological question is being dealt
with, .without, so far as appears in the discussions, any
physiological knowledge being brought to bear on it. It
will be interesting, therefore, to inquire how far the pro-
posed legislation for the protection of girls is in accord with
our scientific knowledge of the physical maturity of women.
It seems most desirable at a time when the social freedom
of girls is being widely extended, and girls and boys, women
and men, are competing with each other in various occupa-
tions, and are in consequence brought into much closer
personal contact than formerly, that some measures should
be taken to protect the young and innocent from the vices
of many of those with whom they must associate ; but it is
equally important that such measures should be workable,
and not press too heavily, or make too large a demand on
the instinctive feeling which lies at the bottom of our
social system. Repressive laws which do not apply to
a large majority of the class for whom they are framed,
no matter how good and desirable their object may be,
will be largely evaded, or press unfairly on some of the
persons concerned. Medical men know better than any
class of men how unstable are the minds of many young
women, and therefore how elastic their consciences may
become under adverse circumstances, and it may be better,
on the whole, to make them themselves rather than the State
the keepers of their own purity. It is not a little remark-
able that at a time when the laws relating to breaches of
promise of marriage are being discredited on account of the
false issues they often raise, a law should be deemed desir-
able which will carry these anomalies to a lower and much
wider stratum of society, and that girls up to the age of
fifteen years should be considered ignorant and incapable ofjudging of their relations to the other sex. This question is,
however, one for science rather than morals to set at rest,
and it is the one to which I propose to direct attention in
this paper.
Until very recent years no trustworthy evidence existed
as to the period at which the physical maturity of women
was attained, and it is only since the statistics collected by
Professor Bowditch in America, and by myself and the
Anthropometric Committee of the British Association in
this country, that data have been available for the purpose.
We are indebted to Dr. Bowditch for first pointing out a
fact which is of the first importance-namely, that while
previous to the age of ten years the development of boys
and girls takes place pari pas.su, girls being from birth a
little smaller than boys, after that age girls shoot ahead of
boys in both stature and weight, and are not overtaken till
the age of fifteen years, when the rate of growth of girls is
much diminished preparatory to its final cessation three or
four years later. On the other hand, the greatest rate of
growth occurs in boys when it is ceasing with girls, and it
is carried on four or five years longer before it entirely
ceases. This evidence of the earlier attainment of maturity
of girls than boys exists among all classes-among idiots,
and among children brought up under the most adverse as
well as the most favourable sanitary conditions ; the only
difference-and that not a very marked one-being that
children of both sexes brought up under the most favour-
able sanitary surroundings attain to maturity at an earlier
age. On comparing the curves of growth of the two sexes
by placing one curve on the top of the other to eliminate
the difference in the actual stature, we find the ages corre-
sponding to each other (as seen in the diagram in the next
column), and they may be accepted as representing approxi-
mately the relative maturity of the two sexes. Thus, as
far as body growth determines maturity, a girl of twelve
years of age (the youngest age referred to in the Criminal
Law Amendment Bill) is equal to a boy of fifteen years
and a half; a girl of fifteen years of age (the age which
the Bill indicates as the lowest at which a girl can
protect herself) is equal to a boy of nearly nineteen years;
and a woman of eighteen years (the age at which a girlby the new Bill may not be abducted) is equal to a man of
twenty-two years, and has attained to the full stature of
womanhood. With regard to weight, the superiority of girls
over boys is shown a little later, and it is obviously associated
with that filling out of the body which usually precedes and
accompanies the accession of puberty. These physical
changes of the body of girls are associated with eqnally
rapid changes in the mind and social habits, changes which
indicate greater maturity of girls within their own sphere
of life than in boys of corresponding ages.
When we turn to the function which is characteristic of
maturity in women, we find that at the age of sixteen it has
been developed to the extent of 78 per cent. Here, as is
usually the case when we deal with medical statistics, we
have allowed ourselves to be deluded by mere averages.
The most recent observations of this kind published in this
country are given by Dr. Wiltshire in his lectures published
about two years ago in the British Medical Journal. Dr.
Wiltshire has not been able to furnish me with his original ob-
servations, but he tells me that they were upwards of 500 in
number, and that some of the girls were nine, a large number
ten, and a considerable number eleven, twelve, and thirteen
years of age-the average age of the whole being fourteen
years and nine months. I must protest here, as I have often
before protested, against the use of averages, except for the
purpose of comparing one set of observations with another.
When we are told that the average age for the function
of menstruation to commence is fourteen years and nine
months, we get an idea that most girls arrive at puberty at
this age, while in truth only nineteen or twenty in every
hundred, or 20 per cent., do so, the remaining 80 per cent.
being distributed over the five or six preceding and five or
Note. - The figures
refer to the age be-
tween two birthdays,
but as the rule applies
to both sets of figures,
their relative position
is nearly the same as
if they represented the
exact birthdays.
six succeeding ages in a certain definite manner, their dis-
tribution being regulated by what is known to statisticians
as the " law of error." In the absence of detailed English
observations, we may accept some collected by Dr. Chadwick
in Boston, U.S., with the average of which Dr. Wiltshire’s
are almost identical ; and for the purpose of showing the
influence of external conditions on the development of the
function, some statistics sent to me from Italy (Annali di
Stat, 1879) a few years ago are available. The American,
statistics, 575 in number, were collected in the hospitals
and dispensaries of Boston, and refer therefore to the town
artisan classes; and the Italian, 2760 in number, refer to
the country folk, the artisans, and the wealthy classes. For
the purpose of comparison I have reduced them to percentage
values, with the results shown in the table on the following
page. The table shows that among the country folk in Italy,
who probably, on the whole, live under the most natural con-
ditions of life of any people in Europe,l the average period
for the commencement of the function of menstruation is
fifteen years and a half, while among the wealthy classes
in the same country it is a year earlier. The town artisan
1 The great regularity of groups of figures representing the contadine
class in Italy shows how closely physiological conditions conform to the
"law of error " referred to above. The following figures, referring to the
two very different conditions of time and space, may be taken as an
example of the application of the law and of the necessity for its accept-
ance by physiologists:&mdash;
Groups according to the
" law of error." 1 3 7 12 17 20 17 12 7 3 1=100
First menstruation of }Italian contadine, age
ten to twenty years ...1 2 8 14 17 19 17 10 8 2 2=100
Near vision of Marlboro’boys with "brilliant"
type, distance six tothirty-two inches ...
3 4 6 12 15 21 15 12 6 4 2=100
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class in Italy and America and the class from which
Dr. Wiltshire obtained his observations in England are the
same-namely, fourteen years and three quarters, The
chief feature of this table is the light it throws on the
proposed legislation for the protection of girls up to the age
of fifteen years. At this age (represented by the dotted
line) we find that 56 per cent. of the whole number attain
to puberty, while of the artisan 58 per cent., and of the
TABLE SHOWING THE AGE OF THE ACCESSION OF PUBERTY IN GIRLS.
wealthy classes 66 per cent., attain to that condition at the
same age. It is very probable, moreover, that the postpone-
ment of the function of menstruation after the age of fifteen
years is largely due to the presence of debilitating diseases,
a peculiarity of the function being that it is rarely precipi-
tated by disease, but is frequently postponed by it; while its
early accession is generally accompanied by a robust
physical development of the body. Whether girls of the
lower classes, whom the new law is specially designed to
protect, who have attained to the age and conditions of
puberty, are or are not capable of judging of their relations
to the other sex, or at what age (if it ever arrive) such
wisdom is developed, I am unable to form an opinion; but,judging from the physiological facts, the girls who have
attained to the physical maturity of boys of from seventeen
to nineteen years of age and to the functional maturity
of womanhood will probably prove very troublesome wards
of the State, and some disagreeable or unfair litigation
and punishment may result from the adoption of the
Bill in its present form. This, however, is a question
for Parliament to decide, and my present object is simply
to point out the physiological aspect of the subject and
its possible medico-legal bearings.
London, June 2nd.
NECROSING ETHMOIDITIS; ITS RELATION-
SHIP TO THE DEVELOPMENT OF NASAL
POLYPUS, OZ&AElig;NA, &c.1
BY EDWARD WOAKES, M.D.,
SENIOR AURAL SURGEON AND LECTURER ON OTOLOGY TO THE LONDON
HOSPITAL, SENIOR SURGEON TO THE HOSPITAL FOR
DISEASES OF THE THROAT.
(Concluded from p. 110.)
BUT the progress of necrosing ethmoiditis by no means
ceases at the stage to which I have now traced it. The
subsequent history of these patients indicates several distinct
courses which it may yet follow.
Thus, in the first group, it is not uncommon to witness its
arrest at any one of the prsepolypoid stages pointed out-
an arrest that may continue over many years.
In a second group, after the appearance of polypi, the
necrosing process advances from the ethmoid cells to the
orbital plate, which it destroys, the contents of the orbit
being then separated from the nasal cavity by the thick-
ened periosteum of the former recess. Such a condition
I was able to verify in the first instance in which I per-
formed Rouge’s operation in a youth aged fifteen years.
Instances are reported, though their occurrence is rare,
in which abscess of the orbit, with or without consecutive
necrosis of the frontal bone, followed by fatal meningitis,
have accompanied the advance of the disease in this direction.1
Again, the advance may be in the direction of the frontal
sinuses, or those of the sphenoid bone. Mr. Erichsen has
detailed to me a case, probably of this disease, in which the
sella turcica was expelled through the nose, with the
adjacent processes of bone complete, the patient making a
good recovery. There is no doubt that approximations to
1 Professor Hartmann in Annales des Maladies de l’Oreille, &c., March,
1885.
this state of things-implication of the bones entering into
the base of the skull-i.e., those, which are provided with
large cells lined with muco-periosteum, and communicating
with the nose-are not so rar" as may be imagined; but,
owing to a conservative thickening of the overlying dura
mater, these patients are enabled to carry on a tolerable
state of existence. Not rarely the necrosing process extends
to the superior maxilla, usually at the orifice of communica-
tion with the antrum. This may become so large as to
admit the tip of a finger. Abscess of the antrum, or
polypoid degeneration of its lining membrane, may then
follow.
Of the third group I have seen about five or six examples
only. In these a thin plate of atrophied bone, quite bare of
tissue, is found in the midst of an exuberant cauliflower-
like excrescence. The surface of this mass is covered with
polyp-buds, some of which, growing in the direction where
space is afforded for their development, may attain the
appearance and size of small mucous polypi; but the bulk
of the growth, though of the myxomatous type, is much I
more condensed ; it is very vascular, and bleeds freely when
touched. If removed with a snare, it is reproduced in two
or three weeks. It soon fills the entire nasal cavity, and
presses upwards towards the cribriform plate. The pressure
exercised by this proliferating mass causes the tissues in the
neighbourhood to become absorbed or greatly distended. In
the first case of this kind which I met with vision was
destroyed in both eyes successively, the patient ultimately
sinking from exhaustion. Though not malignant in the
pathological sense of the word, the clinical results rival
those of the most malignant growths of the locality.
Judging from reports of these cases which occasionally
appear in the journals, they are often assumed to be of a
sarcomatous character. So far as my observations extend,
the disease never undergoes spontaneous cure. On the
contrary, its usual tendency is to progress, slowly and in-
sidiously in some cases, very rapidly in others. Long periods
of arrest prior to the stage of polypoid proliferation are, as
already stated, frequent; but such latency is apt to be
roused into activity by fresh catarrhs, or indeed by severe
